Progression of self-reported symptoms in laboratory animal allergy.
Laboratory animal allergy is a common illness among workers exposed to laboratory animals and can progress to symptoms of asthma. This study evaluates the continuum of disease from allergy symptoms to asthma symptoms in a dynamic cohort of workers exposed to animals in a pharmaceutical company. Data arose from annual questionnaires administered to workers in a surveillance program established to monitor exposure to animals and the development of allergy. The life-table method was used to compare asthma-free survival between workers with and without symptoms of allergy. A Cox proportional hazards model was used to examine the effects of covariates on the development of asthma. A total of 603 workers contributed 2527.4 person-years to the study over the 12.3-year period. The probabilities of experiencing asthma symptoms by the 11th year of follow-up were 0.367 for workers with allergy symptoms and 0.052 for those without allergy symptoms. The hazard ratio for asthma symptoms when comparing workers with and without allergy symptoms was 7.39 (95% CI, 3.29-16.60) after adjustment for sex and family history of allergy. Female subjects developed asthma at a rate 3.4 times that of male subjects. This study supports the hypothesis that laboratory animal allergy symptoms are a major risk factor for the development of asthma. It also suggests a heightened risk of asthma for women who work with laboratory animals, a finding that has not been previously reported.